

    
        
          Starting Over From What If

        

        
        
          Sadie Harper

        

        
          Published by Silver Wood Publishing, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      STARTING OVER FROM WHAT IF

    

    
      First edition. July 4, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Sadie Harper.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235402829

    

    
    
      Written by Sadie Harper.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To the ones who keep a closed door because an open one will ruin you. This is for everyone who ever looked at an old memory and wondered what it would look like to live it a second time.
This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.
But if you happen to remember a Saturday in 1988 exactly like this one, keep it to yourself.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We spend our youth looking for exits, only to find that the ordinary parts were the whole estate." 

      

    


Starting Over from What If

A woman who spent her whole life trying not to focus on the what if. Now she's living it.
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by Sadie Harper
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Chapter One
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The chicken was fine.

That was the most Diane Marsh could say about dinner. It was fine. She'd cooked it, eaten it standing over the sink because sitting down felt like too much of a commitment to an evening she just wanted to get through, rinsed her plate, and moved on. Taste was for people who had something to look forward to.

She settled onto the couch and turned on the television. Some reality show. Then a procedural. Then half of something else she couldn't have named if asked. The screen flickered and she watched it the way you watch rain — present enough to see it, absent enough not to care.

Her phone was in her hand before she knew she'd picked it up. She scrolled without purpose, the way you do when you're not really looking for anything but can't stand the alternative. A cousin's vacation photos. Someone's strong opinion about something she immediately forgot. An ad for shoes she didn't need.

She set the phone face down on the cushion beside her.

Fifty-four years old and she was killing time. That was the honest version of tonight. Not relaxing. Not unwinding. Just killing time until sleep made the decision for her.

Another day. She hadn't meant to think it but there it was. Another day of sitting in a chair that no longer needed her, doing work that was being quietly legislated out of existence by people who'd made the decision in a conference room somewhere and sent a memo. Her position was being phased out. That was the language they used. Phased out. Like she was a policy. Like twenty-plus years of showing up and doing the work and knowing the job better than half the people above her could just be administratively concluded.

She wasn't angry about it tonight. She'd been angry about it. Tonight it just sat in her chest like furniture she'd stopped noticing.

She pushed herself up from the couch and started getting ready for bed.

Washed her face. Brushed her teeth. Looked at herself in the mirror for exactly as long as it took to do those things and not a second longer. She knew what was there. Silver threaded through hair that used to be dark. Lines that had arrived one at a time over the years until one day she looked up and they'd moved in permanently. Eyes that were still hers, still the same eyes, but carrying more than they used to.

Fine, she told the mirror. Same as the chicken.

She pulled open her dresser drawer for her pajamas and something caught the light.

Gold. Just a flicker of it under the folded cotton, easy to miss, the kind of thing you'd push past without looking twice on any other night. She didn't push past it.

She pulled out the pajamas first — she was cold and practical in that order — and put them on. Then she reached back into the drawer and carefully moved aside the folded edge of a shirt and there it was.

A lapel pin. Small and gold, shaped simply, the kind of thing that didn't announce itself. Her grandmother's. She'd know it anywhere.

She didn't remember putting it there. She must have, at some point, tucked it away for safekeeping and then lost track of it the way you lose track of things you can't bear to look at too often. That happened. You put something precious somewhere safe and safe turned into invisible and invisible turned into years.

She carried it to the bed and sat on the edge and held it in her palm.

The weight of it was nothing. A few grams at most. It shouldn't have felt like anything and it felt like everything.

Jewel. Her grandmother's name. Her own first name, the one she'd never gone by, the one that lived quiet and close to her chest like something inherited you didn't quite know what to do with. She'd been Diane her whole life but she'd been Jewel first, named for a woman who wore this pin and died in the spring of 1988 before the year had barely gotten started.

April. They'd laid her to rest in April.

Diane turned the pin over in her hand.

She'd gotten it after. The family had descended on the house the way families do when someone dies — sorting, dividing, taking what they wanted before someone else could — and nobody had thought to ask Diane what she wanted. She was sixteen. What did sixteen year olds want from a dead woman's jewelry box.

She'd taken it anyway.

Not because it was valuable. It wasn't, particularly. Not because anyone would miss it. They wouldn't. But it was her grandmother's and it was small enough to close her fingers around and she'd slipped it into her pocket while everyone else was busy deciding who got the china and she hadn't told a soul. Hadn't needed to. It was hers. She'd known that the moment she saw it.

She'd been sixteen.

God, she'd been sixteen.

She lay back on the bed without meaning to, still holding the pin, staring at the ceiling. The familiar geography of a room she'd slept in for years, nothing remarkable about it, just her ceiling and her life arranged around her in the dark.

Nineteen Eighty-Eight

The whole year rose up without her permission, the way it sometimes did when she was tired enough to stop keeping it down. She didn't like to think about 1988. Not because it was the worst year — worse things had come later, years she actively avoided examining — but because 1988 was the year the road forked and she hadn't known it. Hadn't seen it coming. Had just been sixteen and then seventeen and living her life one ordinary day at a time until she looked up and everything had quietly rearranged itself into something she hadn't chosen.

Her grandmother died.

She failed the private school her parents transferred her to — or would have, if she'd stayed long enough to fail. She hadn't stayed long enough to fail.

She met him.

She thought about him the way she usually did, which was briefly and then firmly away. Declan. There was no version of 1988 that didn't have him in the corner of a room with his arms crossed, not performing for anyone, and her eyes going straight to him like they'd been given instructions she wasn't aware of. She'd been sixteen by then. Standing in Quinn Bentley's living room on a Saturday night that was supposed to be a sleepover, not knowing until they pulled into the driveway that Hank had friends over.

She hadn't thought anything of it until she walked through the door and her heart jumped.

That was the only word for it. Jumped. Like it recognized something her brain hadn't caught up to yet.

And then December came. Her birthday. And January, with everything January brought. She was someone different after January. Someone different than the girl who'd stood in her grandmother's house in April with a pin in her pocket and the quiet knowledge that she'd taken the one thing that was hers to take.

She closed her fingers around it now.

What if, she thought. Not for the first time. She'd spent most of her adult life not thinking it, which was its own kind of discipline, the deliberate looking forward that you developed when looking back was a luxury you couldn't afford. She'd had a son to raise. Jobs to hold. A life to keep moving even when moving felt like maintenance rather than living. The what if was a door she kept closed because an open door in a house with drafts will ruin you.

But tonight she was tired. And the pin was in her hand. The pin she'd slipped into her pocket at sixteen because it was Mama Jewel's and Mama Jewel was gone and nobody else was going to claim it. And somewhere in the arithmetic of fifty-four years there was a sixteen year old girl who hadn't known what was coming and might have chosen differently if she had.

What if I could do it again.

The thought arrived soft, almost without weight, the way the best and most dangerous thoughts do.

What if I could change it.

Her eyes were heavy. The pin was warm in her hand now, warmed by her skin, and she didn't put it on the nightstand the way she should have. She kept it.

What if.

She was asleep before she finished the thought.

***
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The light was wrong.

That was the first thing. Not a sound, not a smell, not the familiar weight of her own bed — just the light, coming from the wrong direction, falling across the wrong walls, and her body registering the wrongness before her mind had fully arrived.

She lay still for a moment the way you do when a dream hasn't quite released you. Waiting for the room to resolve itself into something she recognized.

It didn't.

She opened her eyes.

White furniture. Her eyes moved across it slowly, cataloguing without understanding. A white dresser. A white desk in the corner with nothing on it. Curtains she knew — yellow, cotton, her mother had made them — and behind the curtains, morning light coming from the east-facing window, which meant she was in a room that faced east, which meant —

She sat up.

Her hand was closed around something. She looked down and opened her fingers.

The pin. Still there. Small and gold and exactly as it had been last night except that nothing else was exactly as it had been last night.

She looked at the hand holding it.

Slowly. She looked at it slowly, the way you look at something when you already know the answer is going to change everything and you want one more second before it does.

Her hand was smooth.

Not the hand she'd washed her face with last night. Not the hand that had held the phone and scrolled through nothing and rinsed the dinner plate. That hand had fifty-four years on it, quiet and honest and hers. This hand was someone else's. Smooth skin over young knuckles, not a line on it, the hand of a girl with her whole life still sealed up inside her like a letter no one had opened yet.

She knew this hand.

She'd had it once.

Okay, she thought. Just that. Just the one word, because some moments are too large for more than one word and the mind, if it's sensible, knows to keep things small until the ground stops moving.

Okay.

She stood up carefully, like the floor might have opinions about it, and crossed the room and went down the hall to the bathroom.

She didn't have a mirror in her bedroom. She never had — not in this room, not at this age, not in this life the first time through. She wasn't that kind of girl. Never had been much for standing in front of mirrors. So she walked to the bathroom and she stood in front of the one above the sink and she looked.

The face that looked back knew her.

Same eyes. Same bones underneath. The geography of herself, unchanged and unmistakable, the face she'd started with before years had finished their work on it. But the gray was gone. Every strand of silver she'd earned, gone. The lines that had taken up residence one by one over the decades, gone. The skin smooth, the eyes bright, the face so young it almost didn't look real.

Almost.

The eyes weren't young. That was the thing. She could see it even now, looking at herself at whatever age this was — sixteen, had to be close to sixteen, it was 1988 if the room was right and the curtains were right and the white furniture her mother had picked out was right — the eyes weren't young at all. They were hers. Fifty-four years of hers, looking out of a sixteen year old face.

She stood there for a long moment.

Then she heard her mother in the kitchen.

The particular sound of it — a cabinet closing, the specific rhythm of a morning being assembled — hit her somewhere below the ribcage, and she stopped thinking about mirrors and hands and wrong light and just walked toward it.

Judith Dawn Marsh was standing at the counter with her back to the doorway, less silver in her hair than Diane had seen in decades, and she was so alive and so present and so exactly herself that Diane crossed the kitchen without a word and put her arms around her from behind and held on.

Her mother went still for just a moment — surprised, probably, because Diane had never been much of a morning person and this was not a typical Saturday greeting — and then her hands came up and covered Diane's and she didn't ask questions. She just held on back.

Diane pressed her face against her mother's shoulder.

Judith Dawn Marsh was forty-one years old.

Diane had thirteen years on her.

She almost laughed. She really almost laughed, standing in her mother's kitchen in 1988 with a gold pin in her fist and fifty-four years of living packed into a sixteen year old body, holding onto a woman younger than she was.

Well, she thought.

This is new.
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Chapter Two
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Her mother didn't ask questions.

That was the thing about Judith Dawn Marsh — she had an instinct for when questions would land wrong, when a moment needed room instead of words, and she used it now, standing at the counter with her daughter's arms around her and the coffee still brewing and the morning doing what mornings do. She just held on and let the quiet be enough.

Diane straightened up after a moment. Stepped back. Got herself organized.

"Morning," she said.

"Morning." Her mother looked at her the way she sometimes did — not suspicious exactly, just noticing. Taking inventory. "You sleep alright?"

"Fine," Diane said. Same as the chicken, she didn't say. "Is Dad home?"

"He went to the store. Should be back soon." Judith turned back to the counter. "You hungry?"

"I can wait."

She sat down at the kitchen table and folded her hands and looked at them. Smooth hands. Young hands. She was going to have to stop being surprised by them or she'd give herself away before breakfast.

Okay, she thought. Inventory.

She was back. That much was settled — she wasn't going to spend energy debating it when the evidence was sitting across from her making coffee at forty-one years old. She was back and it was May and she had approximately two weeks before finals and approximately three months before a Saturday night that she could already feel pulling at her like a tide.

But first things first.

She heard her father's car in the driveway twenty minutes later. Heard him come in through the side door, set something down, exchange a few words with Judith in the low efficient shorthand of people who have lived together long enough to communicate in fragments. Then he appeared in the kitchen doorway, Alistair Thomas Marsh in his forty-three year old iteration, and looked at his youngest daughter sitting at the table with her hands folded like she was chairing a meeting.

He blinked.

"Morning," Diane said.

"Morning." He set the paper on the counter. "What are you doing up?"

"Waiting for you, actually." She nodded toward the living room. "Can we talk? Both of you?"

The look her parents exchanged was brief and unreadable. She'd seen that look before — would see it many more times before this year was through, she suspected — the wordless parental negotiation of do you know what this is about answered by I have no idea.

They sat down in the living room. Thomas in his chair. Judith on the couch. Diane across from them with her hands in her lap and thirty-eight extra years of patience she hadn't had the first time through.

"I know about the school transfer," she said. "And I need you to reconsider it."

No preamble. No easing into it. She'd spent enough of her life softening things for rooms that weren't going to soften back.

The silence that followed was a different kind of silence than she'd expected to produce. Not the silence of a decision being defended. The silence of two people trying to figure out how their daughter knew something they hadn't told her yet.

Thomas and Judith exchanged a look. Brief. Loaded.

"How did you—" her mother started.

"It doesn't matter how I know." She kept her voice even. "What matters is that it's a mistake and I need you to hear me out before you decide it's already decided."

Thomas straightened. She could see him recalibrating — not assembling the argument he'd planned to make eventually, but trying to find his footing in a conversation that hadn't started the way he'd expected. He was a man who liked to control the architecture of a discussion. She'd just walked in and rearranged the furniture.

"Diane—" he started.

"It's a better school," she said, cutting him off gently. "Better resources. Better preparation for college. I know that's what you're going to say and you're not wrong about any of it." She paused. "But you're transferring me from public to private in the middle of high school. I'm finishing sophomore year and you want me to walk into an advanced junior year curriculum cold in September and keep up."

Silence.

"I won't," she said simply. "I'll fail. And a failing grade from a private school on a college transcript doesn't say she tried something challenging. It says she couldn't handle it. That follows me."

Thomas was quiet in the way he got quiet when something landed. Not agreement. Not yet. But the gears were moving.

"It's a good school," he said.

"I know it is. That's exactly the problem." She let that sit for a second. "You'd be paying good money for me to fail, Dad. That's not an investment. That's a waste."

She watched him. Watched the analytical mind do what it did — turn the thing over, look for the holes, find that she'd already filled them.

Judith was watching her daughter with something quiet in her expression. Not quite recognition. Something closer to it than she'd been an hour ago in the kitchen.

"We'll think about it," Thomas said finally.

"I'd appreciate that." Diane stood. "I'll give you until the end of the week and then we can talk again." She paused in the doorway, let a beat pass. "Oh. And I'm taking my driver's test next week. Can I borrow the van?"

The silence that followed had a different quality than the one before it.

"You don't have your license," her mother said carefully.

"That's why I'm taking the test."

"Diane." Judith's voice had that particular patience in it, the kind that meant she was choosing her words. "The van is—"

"Big. I know." She nodded. "Fine, then I will borrow Daddy Jack's truck."

Her parents looked at each other. The kind of look that meant neither of them had seen this coming and neither of them had a ready objection.

"You can't drive a stick shift," Thomas said finally.

"I learn quick."

"Driving a standard is harder than you think," Judith added. Not unkindly. Just stating a fact she believed to be true.

Diane looked at them both for a moment.

"We go to Mama Polly's tomorrow anyway. I'll make you a bet. If I can drive Daddy Jack's truck without incident then I take the test next week." She paused. "Fair enough?"

Her parents looked at each other again. Neither of them had a ready answer for that.

She walked back down the hall before either of them could find one, and she shut her bedroom door behind her and stood in the middle of the white-furnished room that smelled like 1988 and let herself breathe for a moment.

Good, she thought. That's one thing.

She found a spiral notebook in her desk drawer — blue cover, college ruled, barely used — and a pen that still worked after three tries, and she sat down on the edge of her bed.

She'd learned this the hard way. Intentions without accountability were just wishes, and she'd spent enough of her life making wishes. If it wasn't written down it wasn't real. If it wasn't real she wouldn't do it. Simple as that.

She opened to the first page and started writing.



KEEP:

	The girls — Quinn, Laura, Faith, Cassie, Roxy

	The job at the burger joint

	Daddy Jack

	Him — complicated. Handle with care.

	My son — non negotiable. Full stop.


CHANGE:

	School transfer — already handled. Check.

	Driver's license — in progress.

	Make money. Invest. Don't touch it.

	Figure out computers. Study it. Make it a career.

	Jamie Lee Hollis — hard no.

	Steve — harder no.

	Tanner Wayne Prescott — do not open that door.

	Becky Thorne — do not let her make that call.

	January — do it differently. Do it right.




She read it back once. Didn't add anything. Didn't need to. She knew what each line meant and that was the point — direction, not explanation. A map she'd drawn for herself in the middle of a life she was getting a second pass at.

She closed the notebook and slid it under her mattress.

Then she pulled out her school bag from the closet and found her schedule tucked into the front pocket where she'd apparently left it, and sat back down and looked at it and waited for the memories to cooperate.

They did. Slowly, the way things come back when you stop grabbing at them — the locker combination surfacing first, then the classroom numbers, then the faces attached to the names on her class roster. Sophomore year curriculum. She ran through what she could remember of it, subject by subject, and took quiet inventory of where the gaps were.

Finals in two weeks.

The first time through she'd done fine. Adequate. The kind of grades that didn't cause problems and didn't open doors either. Just enough.

She wasn't doing just enough this time.

She reached back into the desk drawer and found a fresh piece of paper and started writing down everything she could remember about what the finals would cover, subject by subject, working from the outside in toward the things she'd need to review most. Her handwriting was neater than any sixteen year old's had a right to be. She noticed and didn't particularly care.

She was still writing when her mother knocked on the door an hour later.

"Diane." A pause. "Your father wants to talk to you."

She set down the pen. Stood up. Smoothed her expression into something that looked like a teenager waiting to hear if she'd won an argument instead of a fifty-four year old woman who already knew she had.

Thomas was standing in the living room. Not sitting. Standing, which meant he'd been pacing, which meant the money argument had done exactly what she'd known it would do.

"You can keep your school," he said.

She nodded. "Thank you."

"But I want you to take it seriously. Junior year matters."

"I know." She meant it completely.

He looked at her for a moment — that same something in his face she couldn't quite name. Not suspicion. Not quite pride. Something in between that he didn't have the vocabulary for and so let pass without comment. Then, quieter: "How did you know about the transfer?"

She met his eyes. Held them.

"I just knew, Dad," she said simply.

He looked at her for another long moment. Then he nodded once, the way men like Thomas Marsh nodded when they'd decided to let something go without fully letting it go, and that was the end of it.

"About the driver's test," Judith said from the doorway.

Diane looked at her.

"We'll see how tomorrow goes," her mother said. The almost-amusement was still there underneath the words. "You made your bet. Now you have to back it up."

Diane nodded. Kept her face neutral.

Two things, she thought, walking back down the hall.

Not bad for a Saturday.
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Chapter Three
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Sunday came the way Sundays always did in the Marsh household — with the particular momentum of something that had been happening long enough to require no discussion. Church in the morning. Home to change. In the car by half past twelve.

Diane sat in the back seat and watched Greenville move past the window and tried not to feel everything she was feeling.

She'd forgotten how flat it was. Or not forgotten — she knew it was flat, had always known, the Delta didn't let you forget — but knowing a thing and sitting inside it again after decades were different experiences. The land stretched out in every direction like it had made a decision early on and stuck with it. Sky and cotton fields and the occasional cluster of trees breaking the line. She'd grown up inside this landscape and stopped seeing it somewhere along the way, the way you stop seeing anything you've looked at long enough.

She was seeing it now.

Thomas drove. Judith rode with her arm resting on the window frame, the Sunday ease that came over her mother after church, something loosened in her shoulders that the rest of the week kept tight. They didn't talk much on the drive. They never had. Sundays had their own language in this family and most of it was quiet.

Diane had her hands folded in her lap and the notebook was back under the mattress where she'd left it and Daddy Jack's truck was waiting at the end of this drive whether she was ready or not.

She was ready. She'd been driving for thirty-eight years. The question was whether her body remembered what her mind knew, whether the muscle memory she technically shouldn't have would show up when she needed it. She thought it would. It had with the school argument. It had when she'd walked into that kitchen yesterday morning and known exactly where everything was without looking.

Some things, it turned out, went deeper than memory.

***
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The house sat at the edge of town where the streets stopped deciding what they were — not quite neighborhood, not quite country, just the particular in-between that belonged to people who'd been somewhere long enough to stop needing a category. Daddy Jack had built it himself. That was the first thing Diane always thought when she saw it, even now, even after all the years — he built this. Three bedrooms and a front room and a kitchen that flowed into the back and a garage he'd converted into a den sometime in the sixties and never converted back because it turned out a den was more useful than a garage and Daddy Jack was nothing if not practical.

Thomas pulled into the driveway and Diane was out of the car before he'd fully stopped, not running, just moving with a purpose she couldn't entirely account for. She waited on the small front porch while her parents caught up, and Thomas knocked twice and pushed the door open the way you did at a house where you were expected.

The front room was cool and dim and smelled the way it always had — something floral and something older underneath, the specific scent of a house that had been lived in by the same people for decades. Judith's mural covered most of the east wall. Diane stopped for just a moment and looked at it.

She'd forgotten how good it was. Or maybe she'd never properly seen it when she was young, the way you don't properly see things that have always been there. Her mother had painted it — her mother who was forty-one years old and standing behind her in a Sunday dress — and it was genuinely beautiful. Sweeping and detailed and the kind of thing that belonged in a room people actually used, which was probably why Mama Polly had put it in a room people didn't.

"Mama Polly," Judith called out, moving through toward the dining room.

Diane followed.

Pauline — Mama Polly, too young to be a grandmother, thank you very much — was sitting at the dining table the way she always sat at the dining table, upright and arranged, a woman who treated her own furniture like company might arrive at any moment and find her unprepared. She looked up when they came in and her face did the thing it did, the particular calibration of a woman greeting family she had complicated feelings about but was too proper to show.

"You're late," she said, which meant they were exactly on time.

"Traffic," Thomas said, which was not true and everyone knew it.

Diane leaned down and kissed her grandmother's cheek. "Hi Mama Polly."

Mama Polly patted her hand once. That was about as warm as it got and Diane accepted it for what it was. She'd spent enough of her life wishing people were different than they were. Mama Polly was exactly who she'd always been and there was a particular peace in just letting that be true.

"Where's Daddy Jack?" Diane asked.

"Shop, probably." Mama Polly said it the way she said most things about Daddy Jack. Not unkind. Just accurate and slightly resigned, the tone of a woman who had made her arrangements with a man she'd been married to for decades and found a livable equilibrium somewhere in the middle of it all.

Diane was already moving toward the back of the house.

The converted den was cool and dark with the television running — some Sunday afternoon program, the sound low — and the particular comfortable disorder of a room that actually got used. This was where everyone ended up, eventually. The front room with the mural was for first impressions. The den was for staying.

She went through it and out the back door and into the yard.

The yard was big. She'd always loved that about this place — the way the space opened up behind the house, generous and unhurried, with the old tree in the back corner and the workshop beyond it. Daddy Jack's domain. Even from here she could hear something — a low mechanical sound, intermittent, the sound of a man doing what he did on a Sunday afternoon because he didn't know how to be idle and didn't particularly want to learn.

She crossed the yard and knocked on the workshop door.

"Yeah."

She pushed it open.

The shop smelled exactly the way it always had. Oil and sawdust and something metallic underneath, and the particular organized chaos of a man who knew where everything was even when it didn't look like it. Tools along the wall in arrangements that made sense to him. A workbench that had seen probably forty years of projects. An engine on a stand in the corner that she didn't recognize. Shelving along the back wall with equipment she could identify and some she couldn't.

Daddy Jack was at the bench. Stout and solid and completely unhurried, the way he always was, a man who had decided somewhere along the line that rushing was for people who planned poorly. He looked up when she came in. Took her in for a moment without expression.

"Hey kid."

"Hey Daddy Jack."

She stood in the doorway and looked around the shop and felt something loosen in her chest that she hadn't known was tight. This room. This specific room had been one of her favorite places in the world when she was young and she hadn't let herself think about that in longer than she could easily calculate.

"You alright?" he said.

"Yeah." She looked back at him. "I need to ask you something."

He set down what he was holding and turned to face her fully. That was one of the things about Daddy Jack — he didn't do anything halfway. When he was working he was working. When he was listening he was listening.

"Mom thinks it's funny," Diane said. "She's going to tell you I'm getting ahead of myself."

One eyebrow moved. Barely.

"I made a bet with them last night," she said. "I told them if I could drive your truck without incident I'd get to take my driver's test next week." She paused. "I need to borrow your truck."

Daddy Jack looked at her for a long moment. The kind of look that didn't require any filling in, that was just a man taking the measure of something and deciding what he thought about it.

"You drive a standard before?" he said.

"Yes," she said. Which was true. Just not yet.

Another moment. Then he reached into his pocket and held out the keys.

"Don't wreck it," he said.

Not are you sure. Not be careful. Just the one condition, stated plainly, and then the keys in her hand.

She took them. "I won't."

She was almost back to the door when he spoke again.

"Your mama know you're taking it out right now?"

"She's about to," Diane said, and walked back across the yard toward the house.

***
[image: ]


Judith was in the kitchen helping Mama Polly finish putting lunch together when Diane appeared in the doorway holding a set of keys. Thomas was in the den. She could hear the television volume go up slightly, which meant he'd found something worth watching.

"Mama," Diane said.

Judith turned around. Looked at the keys. Looked at her daughter.

"Daddy Jack said I could take the truck around," Diane said simply. "You want to come watch or should I just come back when I'm done?"

Judith dried her hands on a dish towel slowly, the way she did when she was buying herself a moment to think. Then she went to the doorway of the den.

"Thomas," she said. "Come outside."

***
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The truck was parked in the back yard, backed up toward the shop the way Daddy Jack always left it. A small Toyota, older, kept in the particular good condition of a vehicle that belonged to a man who knew how engines worked and took the knowledge personally. Diane walked around it once out of habit and because it felt right, checked nothing in particular, and got in.

The seat needed adjusting. She did that first. Then she sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel and let herself feel the clutch under her left foot and the gear shift under her right hand and the specific weight of the moment.

Her parents were standing by the back fence. Thomas with his arms crossed. Judith with her hands clasped in front of her, the Sunday dress, the particular expression of a woman who had told a funny story last night about her daughter getting ahead of herself and was now slightly less certain it was funny.

Daddy Jack had come out of the shop. He was leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed and his face doing nothing in particular.

Diane started the truck.

It caught on the first try. Good sign. She let it idle for a moment, getting the feel of it — the vibration, the particular personality of an engine that had been maintained by someone who cared — and then she put it in first and let out the clutch slow and steady and pulled forward without a lurch.

She went around the yard. First. Second. She found third briefly before she needed to slow down, came around the far side by the old tree, brought it back toward where she'd started and stopped clean without stalling.

Then she put it in reverse and backed it into exactly the spot where it had been.

She turned off the engine and got out and walked back across the yard and handed Daddy Jack his keys.

He took them without ceremony.

"Didn't wreck it," he said.

"No sir."

She turned and looked at her parents.

Thomas uncrossed his arms. He didn't say anything right away. He was a man who liked to consider things before he spoke and right now he was considering something that didn't quite fit the shape of anything he'd expected this morning.

Judith was looking at her daughter with that expression again. The one that had started in the kitchen yesterday morning and kept coming back, slightly different each time, like she was assembling something from pieces she didn't have all of yet.

Diane turned to Daddy Jack. "Can I use your truck for the test next week?"

Daddy Jack considered this with the same unhurried weight he considered everything. "Might could."

Thomas uncrossed his arms then, something settling into his expression that looked almost like a decision being made. "You'll take the Ford," he said. "Test is in town. No sense hauling Jack's truck all that way and back when we've got a car sitting in the driveway that runs just as well."

"The LTD?"

"The LTD."

Diane nodded slowly. The LTD was enormous — a boat with a steering wheel, the kind of car that made parallel parking a genuine negotiation — but it would do exactly what it needed to do, which was prove she could drive something other than the truck she'd technically only just learned.

"Alright," she said. "Next Saturday. Can I borrow the car?"

"That assumes you're going to pass the test," Thomas said.

Diane looked at him. "I am."

Thomas looked at Judith. Judith looked at Thomas.

"Next Saturday," Thomas said.

Diane nodded.

They went inside for lunch. Mama Polly had made enough food for twice as many people, the way she always did, and the den filled up with the Sunday sounds of family eating and the television low in the background and the particular comfortable noise of an afternoon that had nowhere it needed to be.

Diane ate everything on her plate.

It tasted like something.

***
[image: ]


She found her way to the back yard after lunch while the adults settled into the den. Mama Polly at her end of the couch. Thomas in the chair he always took. Judith somewhere in between, the Sunday ease back in her shoulders.

The yard was big and green and exactly as she remembered it. She walked to the old tree in the back corner and stood under it and looked up through the branches at the May sky and let herself just be in it for a moment without managing anything or calculating anything or preparing for anything that was coming.

She'd missed this yard.

She hadn't let herself know how much until right now, standing under this tree in a sixteen year old body with the smell of Daddy Jack's shop still faintly on the afternoon air. She'd spent so many years keeping the door closed on 1988 that she'd locked out the good parts along with everything else. The yard. The shop. The sound of Daddy Jack's truck pulling up the driveway, the engine he kept running better than it had any right to.

Mama Jewel's pin was back under the mattress at home. She'd thought about bringing it but it felt wrong to take it out of the house, like carrying an anchor somewhere it couldn't hold.

She stood under the tree until she heard her mother calling her name from the back door, and then she walked back across the yard and went inside.

There was a notebook waiting at home with a list in it.

She had work to do.
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Chapter Four
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Monday morning came with the particular dread that belonged to Mondays in every era she'd ever lived through, except this Monday carried something else underneath it too — a low hum of anticipation she hadn't expected and didn't entirely welcome.

She dressed without much thought. Jeans, a shirt that was probably someone's idea of fashionable in May of 1988 and looked, to her eye, like something a costume department would produce for a movie about this exact period. She didn't linger on it. Clothes had never been the point.

Judith dropped her off at the curb the way she apparently always had — Diane remembered this the way she remembered most things now, not as a clear picture but as a felt certainty, a groove already worn into the day before she'd consciously thought about it — and she got out of the car and stood for a moment looking at the school.

O'Bannon High School. Brick and glass and the particular institutional ugliness of a building built sometime in the sixties and never meaningfully updated since. Kids streaming in around her, none of them looking twice at a girl standing still on the sidewalk.

She'd hated this building once. She remembered that much clearly enough — not the specifics, but the general weight of it, four years of feeling like she was performing a version of herself that fit the room instead of the one that actually existed underneath. She wondered, standing there, whether that feeling was going to follow her in through the doors again or whether something had shifted enough to keep it out.

She walked in to find out.
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The hallway swallowed her the way hallways did, a river of bodies moving in both directions, lockers slamming, the particular chaos of three hundred teenagers converging on the same twelve feet of linoleum. She moved into it without slowing down.

Her body remembered before her mind caught up. She felt herself angle her shoulder at the exact moment two people converged on the space she was about to occupy, felt her hip drop slightly to slide past a cluster of boys without contact, felt herself read the current of the hallway the way you'd read water — not fighting it, just finding the gaps in it and moving through them before they closed. She'd done this for four years apparently, had built it into something closer to instinct than skill, and her body hadn't forgotten even when her conscious mind had no memory of learning it.

She made it the length of the hallway without touching a single person.

Old habit. She filed that away with something like fondness. Whatever else had been complicated about being sixteen the first time, this particular skill had survived intact.

Her locker was three from the end on the second row, and her hand found the combination before her mind located the numbers — fingers turning the dial in a sequence that felt more like muscle than memory, and the door popped open on the second try. She stood there for a moment looking at the inside of it. A small mirror stuck to the door with adhesive going yellow at the corners. A folded note wedged into the frame that she didn't open. The particular mess of a sixteen year old's organizational system, which apparently consisted of stacking things until the stack became unstable and then starting a new stack.

She left it mostly as it was. She had bigger things to reorganize.

***
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She saw Tanner Wayne Prescott in the hallway outside the science wing, and she didn't look at him.

It wasn't difficult. That was the thing she noticed first — how easy it was, how little effort the not-looking required. He was talking to someone, loud in the way he was always loud, the particular performance of a boy who'd learned that taking up space got him noticed and had never bothered learning anything more interesting to do with the attention. She walked past at her regular pace and felt nothing. No flinch. No old pull. Just a boy in a hallway who happened to share a name with something that used to matter and didn't anymore.

She didn't slow down. She didn't speed up either. She just kept walking, and somewhere behind her she heard him say something to whoever he was talking to and it didn't matter even slightly what it was.

She saw Jamie Lee Hollis from further away, across the courtyard between buildings, leaning against a wall with that particular loose posture
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